Statutory health assessments for pre-school foster children fail to screen accurately for mental health disorders.
The aim of this study was to determine the diagnostic accuracy of statutory health assessments in identifying existing mental health disorders in pre-school foster children. It was examined whether a foster carer completed screening instrument could enhance accuracy. A representative sample of 43 pre-schoolers under the care of one inner-city local authority underwent comprehensive multidimensional mental health assessments as the reference standard. Statutory health assessments gave false negative results for 65% (95% confidence interval (CI) 44-82%) of children diagnosed with at least one mental health disorder according to the reference standard and 18% (95% CI 3-52%) of children with developmental delay. The Ages & Stages Questionnaire completed by the foster carers failed to identify 65% (95% CI 44-82%) of the children with diagnosed mental health disorders. There was no evidence of selective underreporting by foster carers in relation to specific diagnostic categories. In conclusion, statutory health assessments in their current form may fail to identify the majority of pre-school foster children with mental health disorders. Adding a screening instrument to the assessment process may not be adequate to improve diagnostic accuracy.